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73) N my paper of laft Thurfday, I 
<v?5 took notice how much converfation 
‘fp had fuffered from the fingular dif- 
3 4e%° pofition of mankind in our age to 
“SAS appear in every character -except 
A in their natural one, and to confider 
eye Pedantry as reflecting more dif- 
By XI grace on the perfons tinctured with 
it, than any other frailty, or even immorality, incident 
to our nature. I am, however, far from concluding 
this principle (univerfal as it is) to be the only ob- 
ftruétion to rational fociety: other caufes, diftiné in 
themfelves, or operating in conjunction with it, have 
confpired to reduce converfation to the ftate we la- 
ment it in at prefent. I fhall mention the moft re- 
inarkable of thefe caufes in the order they occur to me. 
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One great abufe of converfation has vifibly arifen 
from our miftaking it’s end, which is, the mutual en- 
tertainment and inftruction of each other by a friendly 
communication of fentiments. It is ferioufly to be 
wifhed that this end were purfued, and that every one 
would contribute with freedom and good-manners to 
the general improvement from his particular difcoveries. 
On the contrary, we are apt to confider fociety in no 
other light than as it gives us an opportunity of difplay- 
ing to advantage our wit, our eloquence, or any other 
real or imaginary accomplifhment. It is our intention 
to procure admiration from it, not improvement, and 
to dazzle our companions with our own brightnefs, ra- 
ther than to receive light by refleCtion from them. I 
knew indeed an inftance, the very oppofite to this, ina 
late perfon of diftin¢étion, who to very great qualities 
had united the talents of a moft agreeable companion. 
I could never perceive that he fupported this character 
by any affumed fuperiority over his company: it was 
his fingular faculty to difcover the genius of other men: 
no latent merit efcaped his penetration, though the pro- 
prietor feemed induftrious to conceal it from the world, 
and even from himfelf. With this advantage, he had 
the art to engage every member of the company on that 
particular fubject, which he was capable of maintaining 
with eafe to himfelf, and benefit to fociety. He him- 
felf at the fame time pretended to no more than a com- 
mon part in that converfation, which derived it’s merit 
entirely from his addrefs. The tendency of fuch beha- 
viour to enlarge knowledge, as well as to procure ef- 
teem, cannot fail of appearing very evidently to my 
readers. 


TuHereE is another defect, very clofely connected 
with the abufe above-mentioned, which has proved 
equally pernicious to converfation : I mean the peremp- 
torinefs and warmth that are employed in modern con- 
ferences. Indeed, whether we write or converfe, the 
haughty manner, the felf-fufficiency, and the contempt 
of our opponent that we mix with our arguments, have 
confiderably prevented the advancement of truth and 
conviction of error. Modern difputants by this method 
have fubjected their caufe, though perhaps founded in 
demonftration, to great difadvantages ; fince they have 
not only the prejudices of mankind to combat, bu: have 


imprudently interefted their paffions too againft them. 
In 
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In debates, perhaps purely fpeculative, a perfon is obli- 
ged not only to defend the point in controverfy, but 
even his underftanding and moral character, which are 
united to the queftion by the management of his adver- 
fary. Sir Ifaac Newton and Mr. Locke, ornaments to 
their country, their age, and human nature, have been 
frequently reprefented as men of weak heads and bad 
hearts, by perfons efteeming themfelves nothing lefs 
than philofophers. It does not indeed appear to the 
unprejudiced, that gravitation and cohefion have any 
vifible connection with ethics ; that an attempt to af- 
certain the powers of the underftanding has a tendency 
to undermine revelation ; or that thefe writers deferved 
to be confidered in any other light than as ingenious en- 
thufiafts, if reafon and univerfal experience had not con- 
firmed their enquiries to be as true as they were beauti- 
ful. I have often thought that the reception of the 
Platonic philofophy in the world may be attributed 
more to the manner of it’s delivery, than to the fuperi- 
our excellence of it. If we except the moral part, 
which is divinely treated, it’s difcoveries in phyfics and 
other branches of fcience did not entitle it to be advan- 
ced above that of other fects, particularly the Ariftote- 
lian. The difference was, that the 1p/e dixits and dog- 
matical pofitions of the one, made it unpalatable ; while 
modefty, politenefs, and deference to the reafon and 
dignity of mankind rendered the other lovely even to 
it’s adverfaries. They were induced by the addrefs of 
it to purfue the confequences of their own opinions till 
they led them to abfurdity, and were not afhamed of a 
conclufion which feemed to be the effect of their own 
examination. The fame management enclined them to 
adopt with chearfulnefs thofe principles, which were 
eftablifhed on the ruins of their favourite prejudices. It 
is a little extraordinary that the fuccefs of this milder 
method of difputation fhould have had no greater influ- 
ence on fucceeding ages; efpecially fince the Divine 
Founder of chriftianity has, by his own example, fo 
eminently recommended the fame practice. The er- 
rors of mankind were treated by him with the tender- 
nefs of a parent; and even divine truths introduced into 
the mind by perfuafion rather than authority. The de- 
livery of them in parables was excellently calculated to 
diveft men of prejudices and paffions, and to exclude 
the confideration of {clf-intereft from the queftion ; at 

the 
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the fame time that it fhewed an indulgence to the un- 
derftanding, by pro, ofing chiefly general truths, and 


leaving thew particular application to ourfelves. 


Tue fatal influcnce of. politics on fociety, in a coun- 
try divided into parties like our own, has been too often 
mentioned to require iiuftration. I fhall obierve only, 
that it has heen the octafion of exciuding a variety of 
ufeful knowledge trom convertation, even with men of 
the moft moderate piincipies. They have been cautious 
of engaging on any fubject, which might accideutly lead 
to that of politics ; and from the naturai relation ot one 
fcience to another, have by this means precluded ticin- 
felves from almoft every branch of inftructive converta- 
tion. It was obfervabic at che table of a late great man, 
that obfcenity was too often the fubject ot dicourie, 
which he himfelf appeared not .fufficieatly to difcoun- 
tenance. To fome ferious perions, wno took offence at 
his conduét, he made the fol'owing apology. ‘ I have 
“ attempted, fays he, in vain to itart ocher fubjects, 
‘and at the fame time preferve the harmony of my 
“ company. If, for inftance, I introduce the ftate of 
“« ancient and modern learning, we enter very joon into 
“‘ a comparifon of the governments they have flourithed 
“under, to the difadvantage or the prefent one, and 
« the perfons that conduct it. If the fubject has been 
«¢ philofophy, I have fometimes apprehended that it 
« would conclude with laying. hands .on the hilts of 
“ fwords, from: divifions on toleration, and occafional 
‘conformity. am therefore under ‘the neceflity of 
“ conniving at a fubject, in which alone whig and tory, 
« churchman and a: fienter, minifterial and anti-mini- 
* fterial man unite together with any degree ot chear- 
« fulnefs. 

ANOTHER impediment to the revival of converfation 
may be afcribed to our notion of it’s being intended as a 
relaxation from every thing ferious, ufetul, or moral. 
The mind has been compared to a bow, which is fome- 
times unbent to preferve it’s elafticity: and becaule the 
bow is ufelefs in a {tate of remiilion, we make the fame 
conclufion of the human mind. Whereas the mind is 
an active principle, and naturally impatient of eafe; it 
may lote indeed it’s vigour by being employed tuo intenfe- 
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ly on particular fubjects, but recovers itfelf again, rather 
by varying it’s application, than by continui: ng inactive. 
Hiftory, poetry, and the lighter parts of fcience more 
agreeably relieve us from abitracted ftudies, than a total 
indolence and diffipation. It is this continued, though 
varied exercife of the mind, in the hours of leifure as 
well as of bufinefs, that feems to have given the ancients 
that fuperiority over the moderns, which we are more 
ready to acknowledge, than to enquire into the reafon of. 
Even Tully himfelf, if he had dedicated his retirement 
to thofe amufements that employ the modern world, 
might have been delivered to pofterity with no greater 
reputation, than what he was entitled to from the cha- 
racter of an eminent pleader and politician. It was in 
that retirement, and in the hours of converfation, that 
he exhaufted thofe fubjects of reafon and philofophy, 
which have rendered him the admiration of mankind. 
I was engaged lately in converfation with fome friends 
ona particular branch of writing, that of dialogue. 
Every one admired the eafe of the ancients in it, and 
condemned the moderns as ftiffand unnatural. I agreed 
in opinion with them, but thought their reflections as 
much a fatire on the age as the writers. Modern dia- 
logue appears unnatural, becaufe the fcenes, the perfons, 
and the fubjects it aflociates, are feldom united in real. 
life. It was natural for an ancient writer to reprefent 
Varro, Atticus, Brutus, &c. difcufling fubjects of the 
moft importance to mankind in portico’s or gardens, 
becaufe the great men of Rome frequently fpent their 
retirement in this manner. It would feem the very re- 
verfe to introduce in our days fir Thomas requefting my 
lord duke to refume his arguments for the immateriality 
of the foul under the fhade of a beach tree, or entreating 
him to penetrate into the receffes of the wood, that he 
may purfue without interruption his enquiry into the 
foundation of morality. The reafon is, that difquifitions 
of this kind do not frequently engage the thoughts of our 
great men ; or if they really think of them, they appro- 
priae thinking to the particular apartments they call their 
{tudies. When they chance to penetrate into the gloom | 
of woods, it is in purfuit of gaine, not of truth. The 
converfation i in gardens is not often of an elevated kind ; 
and the circular feats round fpreading trees ufually in- 
{pire other thoughts than abftracted ideas. 
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Isuart clofe this fubje&t with lamenting the inju- 
ry done to fociety by our unnatural exclution ‘of the lof 
ter fex from every converfation e1 her ferious or inftruc- 
tive. ‘The moft enlightened ages or tie worid entertain- 
ed jufter notions of their merit: even Socrates, the father 
of ancient wildom, was fond of acknowicdging that he 
had learnt eloquence from Afpatia. 1 may add of the 
fex, that they derive fome advantage over us from the 
very defects of their education : their minds epetaté with 
more freedom, and with thé genuine dmplieity of une 
cofrupied nature. ‘They are not fettered, like ours, by 
principles and fyftems, nor confined to the particular 
modes of thinking, that prevail in colleges and ichools. 
The livelinefs too of their, imagination entitles them to 
a place in the graveft, as well as the afOft chearfui com- 
pany; Iwill not even except the Sympofia of philoto- 
phers: for, to conclude a little a though de- 
monftration itfelf may appear principally to depend on 
the judgment, yet the difcovery of intermediate ideas, 
neceflary to it, is more particularly the psoyince of in- 
vention. 


in ite 
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